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Everything Must Have An Edge:
An Interview with Lynn Emanuel
Susan Muensterman & Travis Smith
If you accept the common wisdom about the contemporary poetry scene—that it’s a conflict between the traditional narrative style and the aesthetic of
postmodern disorientation—then you might have a problem figuring out where to
put Lynn Emanuel. Some in the experimental camp choose to ignore conventions
of anecdote and epiphany altogether. But in her four books, most recently 2010’s
Noose and Hook, Emanuel confronts those conventions head-on, declaring at one
point, “I will never again write from personal experience.” It’s this willingness
to risk confrontation, both with the reader’s expectations and literary tradition,
that seems to drive Emanuel. And thankfully so: which other poet can you name
who would attempt something like Noose and Hook's “The Mongrelogues,” with
its invented idiom that borrows equally from Old English verse arid George
Herriman’s Krazy Kat ?
I’ll admit it: was a little bit scared to interview Emanuel. Given her poems’ fierce
contrarian bent, I imagined her dismantling the very premises behind my questions.
Would I become the interviewed? Seated near the poetry section at Oxford’s
Off Square Books before her reading at Ole Miss, though, nothing of the sort
happened. Emanuel was one of the friendliest (and easiest to interview) poets I’d
ever met— defying expectations once again.

YR: The students in Beth Ann Fennelly’s graduate poetry class here at Ole Miss
did some impromptu staged readings of “The Mongrelogues.” Has anyone ever
approached you to adapt them for the stage?
LE: No one has, and isn’t that foolish of them? Because it clearly should be
performed someplace. Laughs

YR: Tell us more about how those poems came to be.
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LE: Well, I went to Alabama to teach, and two things happened. When I got down
there, suddenly didn’t own the language anymore. It was like there was a glass
wall between me and English, which had never experienced before. Every time I
opened my mouth, I was the Yankee “
” was supposed to be teaching one
class and writing a book, and I couldn’t write. It was like being in a foreign country
where no one spoke my language. So started to write, and this character of the
dog presented itself to me. It just started talking. It was clearly an underdog of
some kind, because that’s what I felt like at that moment. I didn’t feel like I had the
eloquence of everyone around me. There was something about Southern English
that was delectable and foil of metaphor and simile and didn’t seem as utilitarian as
my Northern speech. I thought, well, if I can’t write like somebody in command
of English, I can howl like a dog. So I’m going to read “The Mongrelogues”
tonight with a slight Southern accent.
YR: Speaking of “The Mongrelogues” in regards to feeling out of touch with
your native language, I wanted to ask you about the way you spell English in that
poem: “Engleash. In Then, Suddenly—and Noose and Hook, you use puns and
dead metaphors and cliches like “the train of thought,” which are aspects of foe
language that most writers would shy away from. Why do you feel drawn to this
type of play?

LE: I think— to be in a strange way egotistical—I think I’m not a snob, and I’ve
never felt that there is any sort of language that is off-limits for poetic reasons.
It interests me to take foe unused bits, foe parts that are beneath recognition or
beneath mention and exploit them. For example, I’ve always been fascinated by foe
train of thought.” I’ve always thought that that was strange and controlling as
a metaphor. It comes down to my sensibility as a poet, and mine is to make use of
what is overlooked or underused.

YR: Why do you think we don’t see a lot of punning and wordplay being used
today?

LE: I think that has something to do with humor. Humor is also sort of out of
bounds in a lot of poetry— not so much now as when first started writing. Now
you have Tony Hoagland and Billy Collins. But their humor is not punning humor,
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/25
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which is still an unfashionable move to make in poetry. And it interests me because
it is unfashionable.
YR: Their humor seems to happen more at the level of diction, not at the level of
the word itself.

LE: I think it happens in the level of situation. Like, Tony will start his poems, "We
were sitting in the yard, drinking martinis, and said, 'We are the most interesting
people on the planet.’ And Gabe said, 'No we aren’t. met someone yesterday
who was much more interesting than us.’ It’s that kind of overheard talk.
YR: You said in another interview that “Money is not only the subject of my work.
I feel it is the sound of my work. Is that a project that you are conscious of when
writing, or is it an understanding that you have gained in retrospect?

LE: don’t know if it’s possible to cleanly draw a line of demarcation between
those things. It is certainly something that have understood looking back. But
I’ve always been someone who is interested in idiom, and how idiom reflects
class in America. think that’s partly the project of “The Mongrelogues.” This
is an animal’s idiom. It’s even subhuman. Clearly there was something threading
through my creative activity as I was writing books that kept insisting on class as a
subject, class having to do with money: who has it and who doesn’t.
don’t think I would have done this if hadn’t moved to Pittsburgh from New
York City. New York City is a wonderful place, and it has marvelous things, but
it isn’t as eloquent about class as Pittsburgh is, where everyone is in a union, and
everyone has a connection to some kind of blue collar life. Everyone is absolutely
straightforward in talking about issues of class. When got to there, in my late
twenties, suddenly heard people talking about these things, and thought, “Oh,
shit, come from a class! That was shocking. I’m not just transparent— I actually
have a history with people who worked in mines, with my grandmother, who was
sort of a pink-collar worker. When realized that this history is implicated in my
own life, that’s when started feeling that could write about things like this.

YR: Do you think some writers, some poets, write from a place of either not
identifying with or not caring about what class they are associated with?
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LE: Yes, and I think that’s absolutely fine. There’s no reason why you should
have to do anything in poetry. It was a big surprise to me that turned out to
be someone who took on this subject. Because as I said, I was in New York.
The class I inhabited was the hip class. The hipsters were my people, and I had
no idea of work and the imprint that it left on people’s lives. When I moved to
Pittsburgh, was immersed in a place where that was a primary topic of thought
and conversation, and I think it rubbed off on me.
TS: I want to talk about the poems in Then, Suddenly—and Noose and Hook that
address or take on the style of other poets, like Baudelaire, Whitman, and Gertrude
Stein. It seems that you love these writers so much that you want to become
them.

LE: I

[Laughs]

YR: What made you want to write a poem like that? What are some of the
challenges?

LE: Before wrote Then, Suddenly— I hadn’t done any homages like that. Why it
happened with that particular book, I’m not
As for the challenge, the good
thing about my attitude towards all the writers I love is also hate them. So never
worry about taking them on because I know all of their weaknesses. I know that
every homage is also going to be a kind of critique. For instance, a model for
my Whitman poem was Fernando Pessoa, the modernist Portuguese writer, who
wrote "Greetings to Walt Whitman,” the most brilliant critique of Whitman in
Whitman’s style that anyone has ever written. He reduces Whitman to, dust in the
most loving and passionate way, while celebrating him at the same time. So had
that as a supreme example of what can be done. wasn’t ever afraid to just go for
it, because knew that I wasn’t so in love that my homage wouldn’t have an edge.
Everything must have an edge. So when I call Gertrude Stein a "big typewriter in
a dress,” that’s what she is, you know? And she’s also, you know, the great mother
of Modernism. It was just such a pleasure to step outside of my own self and be
inside these people whose work loved, while at the same time understanding that
every homage must be a critique, as well.
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/25
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YR: Baudelaire is never afraid of addressing the reader, and neither are you—does
this explain some of your kinship with him?

LE: I think you’re right He’s also nasty, and I like that It’s hard to find wonderful
nasty poets, you know? He’s really mean, and he has a fantastic sense of—and
hate to keep using this word—class. He has a little book called Wine and Hashish,
where he notices that the working class gets drunk and wealthy class, which he
intermittently a part of, gets stoned. He never escapes certain kinds of realities,
even though he’s so luscious. And then he invented the prose poem, or did a lot
for it. What’s not to like?
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